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o ~iJn;J§r the impefus of the anf*poyerfy programs, of the l?\éOs‘, numerous well- -
w}. n‘;‘qning."f,eo;?le--la‘cth ;praf:fifioners c:F human service deli\(\i;ar)‘i and soéidl s'?ien:- -
} ﬁsfs--tu?r‘zed their attentioh to the problem of cg@ml:nicefig\i'g helpfully to fhe"\" o ’>.
/ u.s. urbgn\ poor, *.« 'Lhe, éancerns: were many b.uf fit within two ce}_wf;'bl questions: |

«

l . L .

(1) Why firq.};'t we reaching %\\fhe urban, p;:azr nc_:yv’.? (2) How cé\t’n we reach the urban

; ‘| ‘. - Coa ‘ -
pobr beffer?~ ( R a0 \

e

’ X ! . ) . ’o ! . ‘ N
The focus\," then, has béen on effective communication. To this end, both
I , - \ l‘ ’ I"'):" K:

o ™ (\v \ . “

A T . I . .
reséarchers/gnd practitioners have atteripted to describe ‘the context within which
)ah, poor receive and process messages in the hopes of drawing from these .

~

"the urb
ro® -

o - e . -
descriptions some guidance for communicating. . \“t,,

14 ‘ c “a?

. 3 o

__WhHe in the mid-sixties it could be said that there were"grelafivél)'i;’f“ew re~ '

[
f

/

search results gvailable that focusad on the problem of communicating to fl;e Ve

” -
s

urban poor, 21"‘;fhe same cannot be said for the mid-seventies, A substantial Bgdy
. ¢ ! ::z' ‘,:1 -~ ) . L

© of literature had accumulated;, 3 , The volume is so great, in fact, that one would

- N * N ¢ M \ ot

expect to find a lot of guidance for the pracfﬁ?oner‘inferest[ed in improving the. + , =«

p ‘ . y T e

*#The issue of who the "poor" are will be discussed in some detail later’ Cte

in this paper, For the moment, the consensually ‘acéeptéd definition

of *"those with low incomes" or those who are "economically deprived"

is used. The number of individuals who are "poor" varies, of gourse, ,

depending on the baseline used for economic deprivation. The termis

not synonymous with the term "minority, " but given the comparative :

economic advantage of racial/ethnic minorities; it is generally agreed / ot

that a larger proportion of fbese subpopulations-- Asians, blacks, Chi- / :

canos, and Native Americans--are poorer than white Americans. - /

Because of their high correlations with income, ‘education and socio> / T L.

-

economic status are other freiquenl;ly used indicators. See the follow \
 ing references for more discussion of the economically based def‘iniﬁ’oé
\of poverty: Childers, 1973; "Hsia, 1973; Harrington,, 1962.
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 effectiveness lojf his communication attempts to the poor. Yet, if anything, the

curfent literature suggests that the entire issue of "how do we reach the poor "

~ " N N ' ~

is in g state of almost spontaneous combustidn, On the one hand, we appear

-

to know a lot about the context within which the poor receive and process mes- :.

.

sages, On the other hand, we seem to know very little. The recent literature

EY

documents failure ofter fajlure in attempts to communicate to the urban poor.

The literature even shows the beginnings of an upheaval in the accepted way of
, , ‘
looking at the whole issue., In the meantime, the pracfiﬂoner--the well-meaning

.

professwnal or agency representative who wants to help--is left wnfh relatively

little guidance for his attempts.

The purpose of fhiésﬁ‘ape‘i(‘ is to review the literature which describes the

EY

communication systems of the urban poor, to assess why that Ifterature has not been

.--e.“

moré helpful and to summarize the mosf recent work, -which appears t6 be offering

V

_both a mare helpful pt_el‘specﬁye and more helpful data,

~

>/

The Current Focys: Information Poverty’

. v

’

It is-generally agreed"fhaf the important commodity of communications is informa-
o R ]

@ffon.' As Schramm wrote in a recent undergraduate textbook on communication,

v
° =

"Infon"maﬂon is fhe stuff of communicaﬁdh" (1973, p. 38). Yet, if one had to choose
one single statement fhaf best sums up wha'r fhe llferafure, to date, hus said about )

I'he commumcahon sysi'ems of fhe urban poor, that sfotemenf would be: The poor are

‘c‘aughf in a vicious éycle of "information poverty. " 4 The poor havé less _developed

mformahon-processmg sk:”s than fhe nonpoor, * They live in a homogeneous
R

- env:ronn)enf. Thelr dally contacts are people like fhemse|ves. The media they use

S

3

S




4

-

are high in entertainment value and low ifi information value. They have few -
- ¢ . . . . - ’

organizéfional ties. Their contacts with helping agencies are for crisis-only

’

J - \

purposes, They do not trust and do not rely on experf resources, In short, fhey
‘are exfremety hard to teach.,” o ' \

- { .
This portrait of mformation poverty applies to all levels of communication
. \ /

‘ ,
. , v
amongst the poor--intrapersonal, interpersonal, mass, and organizationa}& Each
AN o R

of these areas will'be reviewed in turn below.

.
[

Intrapersonal communication,  If it is true, as mfny"sug'gesf ,2 that information

Bl

s "power " and that people cope better when they have access to information, then

2

by external standards of society, the poor are “information poor" indeed. The lit-
Y exis )4 po p

-

erature concurs in presenting a portrait of the poor as having fewer and less sophis-

ticated informcfion-pl:ocesing skills, Study after study 'showg. thf'thoselwifh the

lower educahonal, socioeconomic, and income levels are less mforn?éd generally,

i\ N
less likely. to be information seekers, and less able to find information in fhe rare -
- » /

‘instances when they make <:t1'emp.|'s3.6 It is in the context of such findings that -
- recent research has posited and confirmed a "k‘noMedge gap" phenomenpn which

suggests fhaf fhé poor gef inforrnofion-poorer as the rich get information-richer.
R

L
+ !

Thus, as the mass Tedra and other channels infuse more and ‘more information into

the socual system, thése segments of the populahon with hlgher socioeconomic

) {/ L . ot h‘ y i
*In order to limit the number of citations necessary for this review,
citations will be made only to the comprehensive literature reviews

" which documént points discussed here (i.e., Childers, 1973;' Dervin

. and Greenberg, 1972; Greenberg and Dervm, 1970; Dervin, 1976e;

" Hsia, 1973; Hurwitz, 1975). Other citations will be referenced
when’they are fiot Ixsfed in these available reviews. . -




'3
"

" the motivations|and aspirations of the, poor. The poor aré ddscribed as not only -~ -

‘neighbors| The'main topics of conversation axe personal and focus on'chi

status fend:l'o acquire information at o faster rate So tha the gap in know'l‘edg"e_in<,-_:~ﬁ

©

crecsel rather than decreases.”

These findings are additionally supported by a complex pof findings,dealing with

nonpoor. Many attribute this to the vicious cycle of poverty marked by aliendtion,

Ly

reéjénation, and fotalism, 8

’

Interpersonal communicatioh. The porirait of the low "informgtion potential
l - - ' N

presented by research that has focused on the information-processin skills of the

£ .

B’,

- Y

‘ - .
seeking help from people who are essentially like themselves-~friends,

-

- »

" and nonvéibal and less factual, While there are some indigenous organizations such

. & Y
as church and family organ?zafidn; that serve us a focus of leadership, n:embership‘
in .org‘g‘nizaﬂ.ons is described generally as low, as ?s the6 availability of ‘indig\z\enqu's
Ic‘aqderjship., | N ‘ | - .
" The p'i.cfuré.;hqt emerges, then, is one fbaf shows the poor-as being locked into

interpersonal subcultural enclaves which carry with them very little information

. \

- that might make a difference in their lives, Some commentators have even labeled ‘o

the interpersonal communication environments of the urban poor as "urban villages" 10

.




because of the similarities they see fo the pbasanf vullages of nonurban socnehes. -

‘ ln p::rhcular, fhey ore concerne‘d about fhe lack of mferpersonal contbcf fhe poor

haQ/e. with fhe major society, R -‘ . A ) a

b4 L4

Méss' communicafion. . .lf the_poor have little inl'erpersonal contact with the

majorf socnefy, fhe Ilferafure suggesfs fhal' the. oppqsn'e is true for their media con-

r‘ PR 4
(R

facf. The amount of medna coni'act |s large. 'ﬂ'\e averqge urban poor adulf,\
» P
i

i
. example, spends halé o waking day on the media, Mosf of this time is spent c':

for

v L]

-y
electronic medna, televlslon in particular, .

¥

The pgjor, then, are not fedia-poor, Since in.a highly urbars and technologi-
.cal society the media are one means of providing connections between citizens, it

N B

_is not unexpected that In the early years of the "war on poverfy, " the media were

14

seen as a tool for breaking through the "information void" of the poor., The bruni'“‘ '

. of fhe evxdence however, suggests fhaf the ways in whlch the poor make yse of ‘

¢

media snmply add to the mformahT vacuum, ! ‘ . J

The urban poor are described; over and over again, as high users of television

~ =3

-

and low users of newspapers and magazme§ The average Iow -income adult spends
4 to 6 hours a day on televnsnon and less than | hour per week on. newspapers and \_
magazines; in contrast, general p0pu|<;tion adt’glfs spenc.i 2 to 3 hours a day’on tele-
vision and l/2 to 1 hour a“ day on prir;f me;iia.|2 The evidence’.fu}ther shows that

the poor, in contrast to ofher citizens, are more hkely to 'belleve that television

-~
(53

presents an agcurate porfroyal of reality and_ " Iessons" that can be usefully applled
]

! v

to their own |ives.
Thus, the evidence shows that the poor use and rely mosl' on l’he very mass_
N “

medium which, according to considerable evidence and commentary, has the least




—~

o

.

" thal' in mass, urban societies most resources are controlled and provided by large-

-6 - ) ‘ . -
. * .

’

- "
information potential; While television prefsenfs a greaf deal of information on
1
1
aoprové\ societal ends (e.g., havmg a good home, bemg healfhy), it is the j
!
print media whlch present mformahon/on alfernahve means (e.g., ways of get- . - _ i

ting a good home, ways of being heclfh)b.|3 » Further evidence confirms that it
v - 4 ‘ i . ~ N .

is the high-print-media users who are better informed on a wide variety of topics,
i . :
4 . ?

better able to obtain information, and b#'ﬂer able to resolve their.prablems.
* What begins to accumulate in the Iifércture, thus, is evidence of a kind of
"Catch 22." The interpersonal contacts of the poor are homogeneous and lack- *

ing in diverse informational content, But the media contacts qf the poor are also
- . , %

a

homogeneous and lacking in informational content. The one exception to this

'
< ’

pattern is the emphasis in the media selections of the poor on ;'sqbcullurally re- ot

levant " matérials,'® A number of studies have found that the poor. con;?sfenfly

show a preference for media presentations designed to meet their, special sub-

cultural needs. In the same manner that classical music devotees show consistent

-
- >

-

use of elassical music radio, fow-income blacks, for example, show more use of

black-oriented radio, The evidence_suggests, however, that this specilized

media selection increases contact only within the yatious subcultures of the'poor

v
1

and noi’dbefween the p;:aor and the major society, - - . : ;

Organizdﬁonal communication, [t is ;i/il'hin the cortext of the highly hqmo-

“ganggurintrapersonal , interpersonal, and mass~communication contacts of the

>

urban poor that the various social service agencies affémpf to deliver their "help. "

.
i . ' -

There is little doubt that most of these attempts are well-meaning. It is recognized

[

- .

scale orgqnizaf‘ions and thqt those who are not in the mainstream and who |ack. h




\\ . “‘.
influence in these organizations neeél\i:ssistance\ both in having their voicés heard

and in obtaining the resources they need, .

' Despite weI.L-meaning intent, however, the evidence confirms a two~-way break —
down in communication between poor-clignts and their human service agency "care-

. ) T : ’ . A M ‘ ’
‘takers." 16 The poor liftle use and do not trust the very agencies designed to help

them.. The ~e‘vidence across studies shows that the poor use intimate sources rather
. .

than ‘expert sources’. . Agenciesz and professionals, in Faci', cré used as a last ‘reso'rf,

‘ B for crisis situations.  Agencies are oﬁ:e.mviewed as conF‘Jsing, manipylating exploif.ers.‘
rather than ;:s helpers, - Aéency attempts to Rersoné:lize their communicationvefforfs

by using local intermediaries often fail because the intermediaries are seen as‘ having
sold out. " The do'ta, in fact,. show that in a very brief:fi}ne th{ese agenc;:-oppoint.e,d

opinion leaders‘take on values and perspectives closer to those of agency personnel

fban those of the poor, : .
Analysis of how the human service agencies operate does not improve this picture,

Considerahle evidence suggests that the é\gencies do little o alléyi&fe built-in
\ * .
barriers to agency use by the poor, While it is acknowledged that the. poor are not

i
° L3

trained in handling the red fépe'cnd technical language of bureaucrd;ﬁc.mazes, these

. ' obstacles still remain, Evidence also shows agency personnel as stereotyping their
” \ . ) ° /'l . .
clients and basing their programs on one -way messages rather than two-way give ~and -
. . N

toke. This charge is pafticularly apéfed to the issue of how agendies.shbw ey are

accountable to their poor clients, Most accountability measures are based on institu-

A - L

.. tionagtly-relevant measures rather than on measures that would be either of interest or

e \ -

i I .
understandable to the poor. i7" There are alsg charges of secrecy and attempts to
. . . . & N

withhold service from difficult cases so thaf year-end service records can lisf more

~
3

10 .
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2

-

successes.
Finally, even when effective help is delivered, the -evidence shows fhaf‘i\f

. Rd

is done'sc; in o human service delivery. system beset with inefficiency and rozp-

\

ant duplicatjon of services. Studies show, for example; that finding the "right"

H

helper for a given cliént often requires several attempts through the agency maze.

While many agency personnel are highly specialized, they often end up provid-

, - .
ing assistance in areas outside their speciality because 6f the difficulty in making

A Y
the system accessible to those it is supposed to serve.

-

2
)

The.Failure of the Current Focus

et e e e e S ——— o o —

Given the portrait presented above, what is the pfactitioner-communicator to
p :

do? The guidance available in the literature is meager and inferéntial, Mandatés
are made: Use relevant role models, embed yoi:r message in entertaining .o'ppeols,

find local intermediaries and remember to change them often. At base, though,
N :

the: most common prescription for the communicator remains now as it has been since

L J

communications research began to come into its own.!8  The communicator is told;
’ \

-

Yeo€annot expect to get through easily, Use simple messages and use them pften,

Redundancy is your best bet.

0 .
-
F . -
«

These prescriptions tirn out to be of little help, pbrﬁcularly when one is faced

’

with the almost overw‘\elmmgly cnrcular noture of the "information voxd" within

"which the poor are seeif as. resndmg. While fhe available reseorch may provide de -

~ -

_ scriptions bf the communication envu'onments of the poor as seen by outsiders, it

provides. very ||ﬂ'|e undersfdndmg of how to ‘communicate helpfull)u> In foct the
sane pracﬁﬁoher who accepts fhese findings should probably just give up.

v,

‘e




\
.
\
!

}0

.

It is at this point, however, that the question shquld be'.asked: Should we

-

.accept the findings? True, the findings are internally consistent. * If one .
. . 4

. stands in\fhe shoes of an agency practitioner who wchts to gefc‘message _
fhrough to fhe poor, the f'ndmgs hang togefher well and ;uggest fhe mpossu-'

b|||4'y of the task If, on the’ ofher hand, one steps into the shoes pf one of

-

"them"'-2a poor persoh-'-on'e might not feel as uninformed ond undi've.rse"angi

3

X .
uicoping as the literqture suggests. 3 . o e

Commumcahons researchers are just now coming to gnps bo‘fh wnfh their

fallure to provide gundance for c;ommumcahng and wnl'h the overwhelmmgly

. ~dismal pigture they have devéIOped of communication pofenfial. ‘The resulf,

should jn Ttself be helpfol, .

o

in the most recent literature, is a kind of chaotic tension. What begins to.

~-
- . =

emerge is7a series of challenges, not so much against the available research
N . . . \

as against the premises and assumptions that have guided both’ that research -

~

and the design of.human service delivery agencies in Western societies. %

- ’

N These_assL;}npfions can best be summarized as "we to them" rather than

° ’

r:

"we y_v-f_fb.them. " |t is assumed, for example, that we, external observers,»

N ] ' . . t"
can designate groups of people as relatively homogeneous audiences." It is

assumed that we can then ommonicate to those audiences as if fh'ey were
i »

. members of a corﬁmunify. It is assumed that mtome |s a relévanf criterion

.o
. -

for %Jaiénce designation, It is assumed that we have something of value<=--
. ' : - — '
information~~to offer to members of these audiences, It is assumed.that be-

s . . -
i “e

-~ .
cause our information is valuable the transfer of it to members of this audience

.
—

‘o




In the context of such assumptions, it is not surprising that both communica-

ﬂons resoorchers ond pracﬁﬁoners—o'ppeon, in refrospecf, to have beatena dead | . =,
horse into fhe ground Upon fi f‘ nding evidence of foulure, the queshon hos beens

o "How can we do it beﬂ'er?" not "Are we osklng fhe wrong quesflons?" The time

’

hos now come for osklng better questlons. .
e : v : E

&&Who are fhe poor? '|1':e ovculable I|fero'rure- on fhe commumcohon sysfems of

-

the poor is in ogreemenf *hof fhe »poor are persons w:th |ow income, educohon, and

. socuoeconomlc status.” Obv:ously, there are contexts within which such a designa- - coe

.

-

tion is useful. One example is in creating fairer dlsfrlbuflon of resources in socxefy.

The important issue now E;eing raised in the Iiferofure , however, is whether this
Fd
externally lmposed f'reahon of a public on fhe basis of such demgrophlc descrip-

. tors is useful in commumcohng.zo The cssumpflon behind this creation “is that

.

* one can somehow plan communication otfempts to.the poor as if the members of so-

ciety so designated form a unified public. ~Concessions are made to various ethnic/
racial differences in designating various subgroyps of the poor, but the pattern of

»

'isolofing subroups based on demographic characteristics is standard.

©

R T . -
o On fhe surface the pracflce looks useful. It allows agencies, for exon?ple to

demand fhof fhe poor speok in @ unified voice, ond thus reduces the number of voices '

°

3

' k)
-ogenC|es must tisten to, it aHows for fhe developmenf of. uniﬂed messages and thus

. ~ e.,""”
reduces effort. .o

»

The problem, however, is that the deslgnal'lon of fhe poor as a unlf‘ed audience
\ -

is_ externally |mposed Whlle the cpricept "poor" is relevonf to ogencles who musf

meet mondo’res, it mo.y or may not be relevant of. oguven moment in flme to md:vuduol .

LN ‘s ’

"recaplenfs of ogency messages. The act of communicahng T\cs symBohc consequences.

L &
< . 2 - .
L]




T
. /. Co .
‘Thus, the impact occurs within the indiyidual who communigates (e.g., thinks,

- " regds, views, pdys‘ af;:onﬁon) in the process'of making personal sen‘s_e out of his

world 2' The process §of making sense is time-space bo‘nd Each individual

-

. ) ‘ must create his own sense For his own unique situation at particular moments in

T time, for it is that indi_\'/idual who has to coﬁe with self as he continues to move:

3 ’ . . X ‘ . N <
.. through time=space.” .~ ) .
’ N - Al o -

T. - Given fhus reality, ta plan and kry to understand communication based on ex-

- -

ternally lmposed agross-time -space attributes such as demography can be nothing

mote than stereotyping. Increasingly, one ﬁnds literature that concurs, A ‘
. common ¢harge is that communication attempts to reach the poor are designed to

< M . .. ' - !
y impose programs based on external values rather thaa to help [individual members
- ’ -

of the "poor " meet their own objectives. 22 . .

IS

The use of across-time-space attributes as predictors of communication behavior
: ‘ \ - >
is not. a weakness of poverty research alone, The approach pervedes communication

LI

L. research and practice in all areas. It is part of the communicator's attempt to e .

‘. ‘_\ . ' 4.’ ] ] ] ‘f [ *
achieve control in communication situations, If one ¢an describe the poor as usually .

. B .

< . : .
being this way or that, then control s seen as more easily obtained, s

> Perhaps the most common manifestation of this approach is' the emphasis in the
~ -~ - Ay .

" fiterature on. the "culture of poverty. " Here the }Zo«arl are described, supposedly on .
. s . -~
T o> . ) ey 'o . . / e . ‘
" the basis of large quantities of empirical evidence, as be‘ing caught in‘a vicious , ..
’ ¢ : . 3

. )
1

5 : . .
cycle of alienation and fafalism;.23 Often the "culfure "is used as an explanation,

¥

¥

-

for why the poor are not mformaﬂon seekers. Then, the fact that the poor are not

3 / )

mformandn ‘seekers is offered as anorher reason why they are-th in the culture.

v
L~

And so: fhe cncle goes, - . . o .




PR \ > ) %
Sociol sclentists have just begun to catch on to the tautology of this line of

‘ recsonlng. If the poor are studied pnmonly in I'he context of the normahve goals.
of ogencles, then the poor wull not, of course, be active .information seekers. If

..

the poor do not achieve on\normaﬁve{!y defined standards of suceess, by definition
l'hey become aliencted. The results, even though bagcked by a great deal of quonh-
}ohve evudence, support a myfh ‘Some observers even occuse% enitire research

: approach as being designed to promote ond maintain the ;tofus quo of keeping the

poor. poor‘z\ They chorge thof positing a psyThologlcally based culture of

poverty takes fhe orius off fhe sysl'em. Instead, they assert that the so-called power-

-

<o

lessness of the poor has tangible, reolworld:;pots'fhof the major society creates g

. & o
and imposes. 23 . ' S

. $eyond this specific challenge is a general call for sil"uoi:ionolly based research, 26 -
This alternative approach says that the poor are not all alike and that the only effec- -

tive woy of understanding ‘their communication behaviors is. in the confext of the

‘real-world situations in"which they see themselves, There moyweil be f&grougs%of
L . L - . ‘ T g ‘355:,&5?}{

"poor " who have simildr situational orfentations.. These orientations, however, cannot

-l -

be inferred fronrdemogrophm or personality oﬂribufes |mposed by" outsuders. Ro'rher,

-

situahonol Lassessments can only be mode by participants,
x 7

.

. One of the most unfor}unore outcomes of the use of externolly opplned definitions

of poverty is l'haf we hove no more undersfondmg fodoy l'hon we did 10 fo |5 years ogo

v .

of how to use communication to intervene usefully in mdivuduol aﬂempts to make
’ personol sense while coping with or trying to chonge the sul'uohonol coriditions that

- .
-

constffute' poverty Becouse we hove not Iooked at situa’nonol orientohons, we can

"dxjow -,few generalizations ,ﬁ'om— rgseaf'ch focusing on-one societal. subgroup thor are
- e . ' T ’ »




'

]

u,éef'ul for another group. In the process, we htj:vé missed the fact that virtually

- [

éveryone at some time finds himself in situations to which.He responds fatalisti-

. . L R \. .
‘cally. z7 No matter who is participant, studying human response to these ) -
situatfonal conditions can provide us with lessons about ‘c.o:Jnmunicat'ion. b7

How éémﬁuniccﬁon helps? Thf assumption that whlrn communicating it is
- PR .

G .
S . 3 | :T
useful fo define audiences on the basis of externally imposed across-time -space

i Q :‘
attributes is but one of the assumptions that has hindered i’Pe ab?li’fylof communica~
N N 1

" tions research to be helpful not just in the poverty arena bt in other arenas as well,

' . . ' .~ t 4 e, . : w
Essentially, communications research and the practitioner arts jt serves e.g.;
. o ot N
1

journalism, public relations) have tgken on a frap;misé‘ic;h mentality. The source

n 28

~

is seen as someone who has waludble information fo "transmit, The problem

is idefined' as one of getting that valuable information to‘gaesignde& receivers, Re~- ! -

b
~ t
[

‘ceivers, unfortunately, appear recalcitrant, so o large body of ddta has developed
. . s -
y .

- : . Y
indicatingi that the problem is getting thé message around all the formiddble barriers -
) :
] )

.

that receivers raise, The assomed intent is usually one of persuasion. In the poverty

“research arena, the persuasive intent is not ‘one of selling producfs, Rather, it is one I
of seﬂﬁ ah astumed 'ael'!'eFJWé;' of tife, =~ - '
. N °. i o o, - R ’ I’_ .
When it comes to applying the results of such research to the here=and-now
. v ¥ : ) ‘ ) N
demands of communicating, one finds relatively little help. The problem, of course,

"is that the normative model doesn't fit the wdy communication really works. People

’ Y

T o

‘are_not recalcitront receivers rejecting heqlpﬂ)l messages , 29 Rather, they are

S

- individuals bound into unique time-space contexts. They are coping the best they

can, They cope on the basis of the un&erstandi@gs they have, When these understand--

pe

ings no 16nger work, 30 they create (by thinking, for example) or seek (by reading,

ot ,_{ﬂ) A t._‘:l _l* ' .
x BRLE L
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o .

_viewing, lasking, for example) new understandings. Since life is/ "inherently
unrmanageable, " 3_' they gbdersfand_;—oﬁen , it seems, better than researchers

do--that they must make their-own sense. External information may be helpful
a2 o | N . Al

- V. o ~

but if so it is because they made it so. Since circumstances are ever~changing,

(. R v *
no amount of external information can ever give.dbsolute answers in the arena
“ . N ‘

'

of living. TR T,

.

This perspective on communication holds up to view myriad wéaknesses in

_the accepted opproach to attempts to understand how the poor receive and pro-

[

.cess messages. The current approach assumes a one~way communication process
‘ 5 N - ,

-

_instead of acknowledging the active individual --the receiver--who by virtié of

<

2 -

his ability to pay attention or not"h‘as ultimate control.of himself. The appz%oach :

ignores the fact that in order for an individual to make use of messages, the.
This

Al

individual must inform himself within the context of his own experience,

informing process requires behavior--not just attending, but thiqking,l interpret-~

ing, questioning, asplying. The approach ignores the fact that attitude change
. ° A

. o ) é

and arbitrary, information gain ave not the only possible consequences of communi -

: . o .
cating -and may, indeed, be less useful consequences to focus on, . Individuals
. AT ) , . /
will find themselves informed helpfully not because they gained kngwledge or
s ;, . ‘I .

" changed attitudes but because they gained understandings, reasons, reassurances,

" motivations, instructions, cldrifications, visions, possibilities, dreams, -

. [

-1 . At ;

Perhaps most important of.all, the appréach has essentially ignored the fact .
that if a charge of Minformation !aéuum" is to be put forth, fhe‘z;."hgrge can apply o
Hrge P

pr

to agencies as well as to‘the poor. Commentator aofter commentator agrees that as

. s

’ N ¢ N = e -8 o o -
much as the poor need "information, " the system needs "communication invention,
» . "“.' ¢ ~

n 32

-
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What' is needed’is wayy in which diverse people can speak arid be/heard, partici-
"t S \'\ 5

pcﬁe and have impact, ‘gsk questions of individual importance and become informed.

3 -

: ] ) R
These cre all meanin fu\ laces of focus for communication resegrchers and practi-"
f grun pia P

3 .

tioners alike. s

7 .
| < “ €

L
e . -

[N

Some Alternative Approaches’

-

3

-

A number of resegrchers haye begun the slow andtsometin]es painful process of;, .
breaking out of the infor ion poverty tautologys Since m?st of the work is recent

in origin, progre:;s is slowd. Despife this, there ha;/e ay‘i:dy emerged some important
” .
findings-~-findings which begifl? to dispel some illusiops about the poor. |
\ Ou;we important set of .sfgd?es confronts gijrec!;ly the hoﬁob thot it is only better-
efgujcafed, more ;Néll-i'o-do;;indiviaualg \)v_ho c;r; active ihformation seekers.,
wl \ ) . | | )
/ ' Genova and Greenberg (1977) found that intérest v:/as a far better

[ . M )
! . - \
. . | -
predictor of knowledge of two news events than\education, In-

"

/
~J .
/ terest in this case was measured in terms of the impact the event

had on- the individual's own life ‘and relevance to the interpersonal .

~

networks the individual considered important, Education did riot '

-~ ' . ‘ R
correlate to interest. Further, the:orrelation between interest

’ \

and knc;wledge was strongest for the kind of—'kr;ow.ledge which fits

4%

better the notion of being inférmd--sfruct&.:ral knowled§e or )
. . : {

« knowledge about the whys and hows of ;:he ‘events in contrast to
-

factual knowledge. = . . . Y
° N : o . ' v
s i . ’o !
”7 5. o . ) ’ L] L] * . ~

r] “

Clarke and Kliné' (1974) charééd that the studies that show that .

: ¥
18 N
: N -

ld
“«
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S ‘education affects learning while media use does not are spurious
} . ’ N ‘
. E .  because educators ask only about the kinds of learning which

they think are important, Further, they said, media use is usually

I

asured in a vacuum rather than in‘the context of topics of :

interest to the respondent. Clark and Kline measured "message o

|

*scrimination™in the media , or the axtent to which the citizen |

/ \o . . - . . X - !
unearthed media messages pertaining ta his own interest in

L]

problems he thought the government should solve. Their correla- .

’
L g e

- " tion of message discrimination to learning (information helding) ‘ -

*
N

o

“ was considerably larger than the correlat;on of education to
U ' -
~.information holding.

- 4 : . : ; f
. ] , T ..

" Donohue et al, (1975) ‘pinpointed‘a number of conditions under
1 - ‘N

w"nch the knowledge gap closes, One of these was in the.case

r

)

of crisis issues mvolvmg ol members of ‘@ community. Another

was in the case of issues involving local conflicts.

. -

. e o o
< : . 1

’ Edelstein (1974) found that some of his illiterate adilts became

liteyate when they found a need to want ads in order to get
fate ey | read want ac g
a job’, o . " ’

+

mdlwdual respondenf onenfahons and situational percephons and asks the question ~

~
"th’a wins?" : To date, fhe umqpe respondenf~thh his umque interests has won,
» - A \
A . } \ ’
2 ST X )
SRR v .
W

V- r ‘ N

This particular research &mphasis pits education (one mducqtor of povprty) ugamst .




differences within homogeneous poverty samples, g -

= b
v’/
s, 3
b -
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_ contact, issues-oriented);

.‘bt&\w‘& ‘ - - \
?v‘ - 1

wtoo ‘f -17 -
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B

- Antither line”of research has\explicitly sought to unearth information showing

<

-
r

< . .
" Dervin (1971) found a high degree of diversity in the complexity

<of knowledge dbout consumer credit that her low-income black

‘respondents had. ,

~

. « o o °f

" Bishop and McMartin (1973) divided their low=income, low-educated

.

respondents into types based on their orientations on two dimensions,

One dumensmn Focused on the degree of corttact the individual had
,J. ) .

beyond his immediate family. The other dimension focused ®n the

degree to Wthh the* mdlwdual s opinions were person-orlenfed (i.e.,"

based on moralistic judgments of people) or |ssues-or|ented (based on
3

judgments of specific failures in the sysfem Qp fhe ‘basis of these

two dimensions, Bishop and McMOrhn arrlved at four respondent types:

"fmdnhonal" (low outside contact person-orlenfed) "parochial "

f .

Sy

(high outside contact, person-orienfed); "Iocallfe" (Iow ouf5|de

"modern" (high outside’ contact, issues=
oriented)..

differences in media use and information seeking. Their modern’

.

-
respondents, for example, used more print-media and paid high

~7 -

attention to news content.  In contrast, their traditional ‘respond-
ents preferred radio and looked for entertainment content,

Localites also preferred radio but ‘focused on local news. Bishop -
. 5

Using this typology, these researchers found, ‘considerable .\M

£




\

¥,

N
'§
.,

. - 18 - !
- (\

3

and Mg\Mprﬁn concluded that their respondents picked and cho:r.e N

their media and their media content fo satisfy specific life-style o :

N . . y . s

o denion?ls.“" L e ) p

Whlle these studres sejve fhe purpose of begmnmg to show dnversrfy within fhe

. so-calied poor; thelr shortcommg is the lack of.a re5pondenf—defmed cnd thus
- A o

L]

respondent-relevant focus. Dervin arbitrarily rmposed consumer ‘credit ‘as an issue )
.

“while Bishop ond McMaitin |mposed an ocross-ﬂme-spoce belief méasure. Another 5

I 1

| ,
line of re levont research has nof Iooked at poor respondenfs per se but has developed
i -
situationally based fypolognes which hove the ring oF an analog to the "culture oF

- ¢

po‘i,/erty" notiorr, A ' : o 1
- @ . * .

Grunig (Grunig, 1976; Grynig and Disbrow, 1977) developed a g

situational fypology, based on two dimensions. One 'dimension*~

- )

problem recognlhon--focused on the extent to w‘nch a persen
{
recogmzes that somefhlng is lacklng ina snfuohon so that he sfops

“to thmk obouf it. The secemd dimension--existence oF constraints—-

' Focused on extent to which a person perceives a sifuohon as’ allow*
ing him a choice free from constrajrits which heb; locti’ngﬁ alon¥, can
control., . The iuxrapOsition oF these two d!mensi’ons c;eafec;o
‘fypology of four fypes, |abeled in fe ms of whe?her mdlvaduols who

fit the type will process and/or seek information. . The i’uxraposifion

of hlgh constraint wrfh high problem recogml'lon was labeled 'con- -

sfromed " hlgh constraint with low problem recognition, "fatalistic”; \

V‘ N L)

" Jow cotistraint with high problem recogmfro_n, "problem=-facing”; and

ke , - : -
o

-

. v - N )
- WY N
. - . ‘
-~ o v
o . ! '
~ 4 ‘
.




. /ﬂﬁs , Grumg expWTfferences in comrﬁunicaﬁon behavior

" _that bjocked them. Whether the ind?v‘iddal“who' sa)w&himseif :

low constralm wlth low pf%blenvre@og’ﬂ%g, Jroutine habit, "

to. depend on whethr mdivuduals:ee themselves in sutuoﬁons

that requure movement and whether they see themselves as free -

- N

9 . ~ - hd

to move. As an example of his riumerous F ndings, his early® o 7,

sfudies in fhfs line of wbrk showed rhaf individbals' in fata[_-

£

istic situations were least likely to seek or process inferma- .

> “@

tion while individuals in both problem-facing and qgnsfroined ;

situations were most likely. Individuals in constrained situa- . . -
- LI X ~

v

tions were of interest because they actively communicated in

order to'seek information on how to eliminate the constraints -
. .

A}

% -
fﬁ" ¥ 12 s Lo -~ ]
in a routine habit situctioh communicated or not deperfded on "~ |

9 PN J— .
whether he had ‘a rile -of fhumb for the situation-based on past »

Dervin et al. (1976) developed a related sifuéﬂonbl'ef';

based on individual perceptions of situational mayement. A ’
e - - ¥ . .. >, ' ‘

"decision " situation is one in which the individruql sees hfm‘:-

b
s

self as havmg to.choose betwaen two or more options for move-

. 2.

ment. A '"barrier” state is one in wh;ch fhe individuat hos a

'goal but somefhmg-(a barrier) stands between him. and his goal. ."? S

A —
; T
\ . "

A "worry" state is one in which the individuadl has np d!recglon .
« R \

22“‘ s

L
e

o
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e B S ST

for movement and sees himself as out of control,. A "problema-

« . . tic" state is one in which the individual is moving in a direction - .

. . | .-

! . but the choice is.out of his control arE? he has accepted this lack - .

i . . .

of control. Finally, o "co,mprehensicﬁn‘* situation is a detourfrom K
| - &

. movement at a point when the ind_ivic%qal has seen a need tp in-
- | P
i , 5

form himself, learn things, or get a new .understanding prior to —

) e ¢ ) .
continuing movement. Results qfethis|work to dat atas.. ‘ %
. g moy en Qfe ./‘/g_show’fh .
. an individu\l ‘moJe

these different situational states. A );oul')lesom'e event may start

time-space he moves in and out-of

¥

B | out like a worry, turn_into a decisior{, and (wddenly beqbine

o ; proﬁlemaﬁc. Thyé situational types h}we been shown to be good
s predicto'rs of the“quality of comrﬁuni%aﬁon behaviors., As examples

l

N O of the findings: ,People who see theTselves gt a given pomf in

»
. “

S

. ) L 4
. time in decmon situations ask more !queshons about Optlons. n -
. ; ! -

i

contrast, those who see themselves in barrier situations ask more .-

»
Ly }

) questions aboul’ wcys to get around Ecrrlers, whlle those in
< problemdﬁc 'sifuaﬁons ask more qu stions about redsons, causes,

,;' o and matives. People in worry situ hor'rs ask obout how to control oo :

. ’5

~ w . —— & - ” M o K L o= S

L 4

N self, People in comprehens_ion sityations ask mpreq\uesﬁons about

— the nature of the system. L .

N s N . R B 1‘ -
'w;/ , ff}'.-'—‘" - o R R \ ..

. N
- 2

VR -,: Both these approcches qre entirely situa 1onally bound Both are aﬂempfmg to
< ' e

~ construct a way of looking at situational perc pn?ns whlch will provude here—ond- -
’ S E PN 3 ks

.r;ow predictability of communication behav ors. 33 o) bofh fhese approaches, )

.~ s *
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while one readily sees the dnalog to some of the notions used to describe the culture

. <
~

of poverty, ohe also con readily see that any individual --rich or poor, edugate

.

not--moves, as life circumstances move, from one of these situation types to another.
T . - . :

~ One day on one issue aﬁ individual mfghl' be fatalistic or worried. On another day

- - 3

and anofher issue, the same individudl may be constrained or blocked by barriers.

The kinds of quesﬁons fhe individual dsks, the fhings fhaf will help him become in-

" formed, the commumcahng he does, all will depend on wHere\e sees- himself in

time-space. \
Only one study was found that expli’cffly applied the situational approach to a_

comparison between low-income and general populatign respondents.

Dervin et al, (1976) did dn in-depth analysis of how low~income
Asion and black red’pondents and general population respondents

informed themselves as they! moved through recent troublesome
. . - : <
. v
situations,, Each respondent defined his own situation. The ques- .

tionhaire then asked for respondent reporfs on sifuaﬁ’on perceptiohs,

sufuahon‘&:c«{ng, and information seekmg. The results were most ™

A
- /\emarkable in their lack of dufferences. There ‘was little difference
¥y - ‘ ~
across~samp|es;m whether re5pgndents saw resolytions and informa-,

Y

7

tion as accessible to them, There was little difference in how they

. : ’ f‘ . ¢ " '
faced their situations, The most consistent pattern of differences

. ’ - . - . . . -

was quanﬁfaﬁve. The low-income respondents articulated fewer
snfuqhons, saw fewer people as mvolved in-their situations, saw

fewer‘ connections between fhelr s:fuaﬂons and other events, used

fewer tactics for coping, and sought Jess information. Whlle\fhe

. R

-,
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a grec;t deal bf information seeking on the part of low-income
¢ ~ :
respondents. The low-income respondents placed different empha-

sis on the kinds of questions they wanted answers to In their situa-

<
o

tions, They were mdre likely than general population respondents
) to want to know the reasons and causes behind events, The:low- )

income adults also evaluated whether information found: or tactics

¢

tried were helpful on different criteria than did the éeneral popu -

# .

* lation., The lpw~income adults more often assessed whether some -~
e _ 'S m - ‘

o

% - M v - e - . .
L thing helped in terms of whether it provided social support and
encouragement, They were less likely than general poptlation

respondents-to evaluate in terms of whether they were helped in

planning strategies, Low-income blacks were also much less like-
\ . . N ~

- ly to evaluate on the basis of whether a sityation was resolved or

~ . .
progress was made toward resolution, Further analysis of this data

-

supports the notion that these differences in question types and

4 Ei

evaluation bases are more strongly related to situation perceptions

than to race or income, ’ o N
- . A - &

2 - Iy
= . 2

In sum, recent studies are making a helpful dent in the dismal picture devéloped

of fhs noninformation-seeking poor. Interests and situational perceptions are better,

4

prefﬂg:hors of information seeking than education. The information -seeking behaviors

of the suppbsedly undiverse poor can be differentiated if one asks beﬂ'e,é_‘ éues’fions.
-

If one focuses on situational perceptioris, one sees patterns of communicating that .
. . 3 & . 8 » -

make sense in terms of these. perceptions. People with problems to solye and barriers

.

25 <. . . .

v

' quanfiteﬁve’_diffaréhcarWersconsisfenf,—fhﬂfu&yrsml—uneeﬂhed___ —
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J situationally based spproach,

- -23 -

t

”"m fvont of them try t& get amund fhem. People who see an outsider's problem as

~

urelevant, and fhe barriers fha outsider sees as fonexistent, do noﬂ\mg. People

\ o .

embadded in situations important to them do a lot of communicating. With o
N v . y e
X (

n approach fhdt does not assume that the trans~

/\‘ 1
-4\ ’

mfssudn of information is what ommunicahon'us all about, we can Iearn lot that
is helpful to the well-mea 9 prachhonen. .
t A - -
. . \ A . ’
- As communication researchers attempt to expand onth gains made in [these

.

recert studies, practitioners may be impatient for answers{ In this contex*, itis

' - N
wise to recall that the dssumptions about the poor and the pssumptions abo‘?t the ) "\

3 ~

nature of communications which cment researcﬁ is trymg bo beat down are not

- '1-.

merely the mventfons of researchers, Ro'rher, they are Iong-:beld‘, pervasive

cuefy. They are asumphons that have‘ éuided ?he-u'esign

{

.of most human service delwery mshtuhons in the Umfed Stafes! There is much,’

0 . T ‘

therefore, for both practitioner and researcher fo Iearn. And ;[ fhere"ig much'hs do

'ossumphons of Wes

a we face the full |mp|icohons of these Iong-held assumphons. As we begin fo

-~

" fully understand that we oommumcare thh ' people ahd not fo fhem, we will find

fhe need to invent new procedures for communicating, procedures whigh acknow-.

ledge how people acfuallyicommunicote rather tha’ how' fantasy wishes they did.,
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"< . FOOTNOTES ,
. . ' o

)

A number of authors raised these questions explicitly. ‘See, in particular,
- Midura's (1971) Why aren'f we getting through? The urban communication
Crisis.

:j N

This point s dog:i.n;mnfed in Greenberg and Detvin, 1970;

For comprehensive literature reviews, see: Childers, 1973; Dervin, I976e'
Greenberg and Dervin, 1970,. ’ -

The term "itformation poverty" is Childars (1973).
have referred, to the "informatién void*" within which the poor are seen as
living. See, in particular berg and Dervin 1970,  and Dervin and
Greenberg |972 for reviews, - :

-

. The idea that mformahon is valudble for ‘coping is common, The idea is
presented juite explicitly by Chvldels, 1973; Dervin, 1976e; Dahl, 1970;
Hurwitz, 1975;” Schramm, 1973. ‘The assumptions behmd thls idea are
challenged in a later section of this paper. For a detailed challenge of
the assumptions, see: Dervin, 1976q; Dervm et al., 1976, °©

These findings are widely supporfed See: Chllders, I973 Dervin and
Greenberg, |972,,.Greenberg and Dervm, [970; Huewitz, 1975;  Warner
et al,, 1973.. - f'

kst

. The Lnowledge gap" hypotheals was. presented and-confi rmed in this form
by Tichenor-et ol 1970, Tichenor and his colleagues (Donohue et al.,

" 1975;7 Tichenor et gl;, 1973), as well as other researchers (Genova and

Gregnber.g, 1977), have done research mod:fying the hypothiesis. , These

developments are discussed in a later section of this paper. ’ :

\ Sea Childars (1973) md Greewberg and Detvin (1970) for reviews relating
to these poinfs.

. For references focusing on interpersonal comfhunications amongit the urban
poor, see: Chlldels, 1973; Dervin and Greenberg, 1972; Greenberg and
) Dervm, 1970; Hsia, 1973; Hurwitz, 1975; Warner et al,, 1973.

The term "urban village" is Gans (1962) applied to a Iow-mcome enclave

of ltalian Americans.: ° g
. ~

Many.social scientists

»
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12,

13,

14,  This finding is tautological, however. It is better educated citizen's

I5.

6.

18.

19.

20.

L3
L3

1

- Ag
¢ ¢ R ; ‘ A
) -25 -
4 » t4
For compgehensive revieys of studies dealing with media behaviors of ,’ .

| the poor, see: Childers, 1973; Dervin and Greenberg, 1972; Green-
" berg and Dervin, 1970; Greenbefg, 1971; Hurwitz, 1975; Kassarpan, )
1973. Recent studies not mentioned in these reviews mclude Bogart, . >
l972 Hsia, 1973. )

These fi ndmgs come from Greenberg, I 7| Greenberg and Dervin, f970.

For a discussion’ of this specuf’c pbint, see Dervin, |97| Dervin and
Greenberg, 1972,

Al

<

who use print media, It is also better-educated citizens who more
frequently solve their problems, - For a recent study focusing on these
relationships, see Tan qnd Vaughn, I976

A number of researchers have focused specifically on the use of "sub-
cultural " materials, See, in particular: Greenberg and Dervin, 1970
Kassarjian, 1973; Sorlin, 1972,

The term "caretakers" is Gans (1962). References used to develop the
_portrait of "organizational " communication include: Childers, 1973;
"Dervin; 1976e; Dervin and Greenberg, 1972; Greenberg and Dervin,
|970 Hurwitz, 1975; Mann, 1973,

- L
L

For a discussion
1977;

This is o general problem of human service delwery
of the issue in the context of information services, see Dervin,
Zweizig and Dervin, 1977, ,

. v
The problem of w'1y messages do not get through has plqguad communica= .
tions research. " For relevant dlscusswns, see Bauer, 1971; Dervin, 1976d;
Klapper, 1960, y . e . -
The most articulate statements of the assumptions that have hindered
comiunications resedich are available in the work of Carter. See ~
citations in references. For a recent detailed dlscussuon of these
assumptiens, see Derving 1976a. . -

A number of obsegvers gre making this argument, One eloquent argu-
ment comes from Hansgn (1971) who ‘suggests that officials are using
geographically based”definitions of publics based on a social order that
has not existed since 1910, :

14

\
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2. The perspecﬂve on communication offered in this paper rests heavuly
" on the situational approach to communicating being developed at the ..
University. of Washington School of Communications, A particular
debt is owed to the theoretical work of Richard Carter. See citations
.in References, particularly Carter (1973) which focuses on @emmunica-
“tion as behavnor. See also cufahons for Dervm, Edelstein, and Stamm,

o

J, 22, "This pomf is mode in parhcular by Hsua, 1973; Monn, 1973.
3. Rogers (1976) suggested that this focus is parr/f the U.S. penchaﬁf for
blame-laying (i.e., blame fhe victim),
e .
See,,in particuldr: Eltiott, |974 /H/sm, |973 Ma'm, |973 MOH‘IIOSOH,
“1969; Nordeasfreng, |977 Rolmg et al., |976 ROQers, |976

Itisi m g that ‘most of these challenges come from non-American
] rche wﬁo have attempted-to apply. American-style communication
oot acheg in efforts.to help their countries' underprivileged or peasantry,
S e} for bxample- Beltran, 1976; Diaz Bordenave, 1976; Nordenstreng,
. |97Z, Rozlng et al/, 1976, Several studies suggest that there is purposive
'f, 1 avoidanc&/of "esl'obllshmenf" media and experts not because of a lack of
" interest’ m,be‘n‘ﬁ\ itformed but because of ideological confllcfs (E. Green-
-Berg, |970;é,‘fi/on’d Vaughn, |976) . \

‘7-\

. The call” For sul’ucﬂonally based ‘communication research is a growing move -
N ments” Cappelia 1977;:  Davis, 1977; Dervin et al., 1976; Edelstein, 1974;
. Grbnlg, *1973q, .1973b.  Interestingly, there is also a growing <call for
'f“:yl‘isnfuahonally based psychological theory (Rotter et al,, |972)
@%\ (Grumg, 1976; Grumg and Diskrow, 1977) has developed a
snfuéf'dn\nonenfohon typology which specifies.the conditions under which
an mghvudual responds "fatalistically.” This research is discussed in the
lest section of this paper.

T

The term is F/reire's (1970). . < .

<

LI

This brief perspective on nof-so-recalcnfranf receivers comes from an m-depfh /
study of how people use information in coping with everyday troublesome A ——
situcti®ns, - See Dervin ef. al., 1976, . , : )

i-m .
A number of researchers suggest that individuals seek new sense only when
circumstances are such that they see their old sense as no longer working.
Corter (1973,,1974a, 1974b,1975a, 1975b,,1976) refers to thjs as fhe need -
to bridge gaps.  Giyen what he éalls the common condition of discontinuity,
making new sense is frequently required, See alsos Davis, 1977; Dervm,
1976¢c; Grunig, 1973b; Stamm et al., |976 .
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Kopp (1976) uses this phrase. - - ,

i :
The need for the invention of viable two-way communtcation systems is
emphasized by a number of recent works. See, in particular, Grunig,
|‘973a- Hanson, 1971. L )

~
s

3. wl:m'fer (persondl com-nunlca'non, 1976) points out the need for the

°

* davelopment of then. . .then theory in communication rather than if...

"4 then theory. The former is theory that focuses on the here-arid-now- -«

realities of communicating, Situational structures and behaviors are ’
the predictors. The latter theory focuses on such across-time -space
predlcfors as demography, personality, ‘Dervin discusses the distinc-
tion in some detail (Dervin, |976b |977) . D
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